
An Amazon Webstore Guide

It goes without saying that the holiday season is the most critical season for eCommerce. 
eMarketer projects a rise of 16.4% in holiday season spending this year, after increasing 
by 16.2% last year.1 This of course not only means more sales, but it means a lot more 
of everything else as well - including fulfillment and shipping. Shipping delays and upset 
customers can quickly derail an otherwise successful year, whereas positive experiences 
can help you gain new lifetime customers. Whether companies fulfill orders in-house or 
use third-party logistics, they need to be ready for the increased fulfillment demands that 
holidays bring. Here are some shipping and fulfillment tips and trends to consider before 
the arrival of the holiday rush. 

Get Ahead this Holiday Season with 
Shipping and Fulfillment Strategies
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PLAN FOR PROCRASTINATORS

The National Retail Federation found that 44% of online shoppers in 2012 planned to continue 
shopping through the week of Christmas.2 While brick-and-mortar operations can stay open 
even up on Christmas Day, online-only stores must “close their doors” the moment they can 
no longer guarantee delivery in time for the holiday. The key is to extend that hard deadline as 
close to Christmas as possible while still keeping delivery promises to customers. 

The best way to do this is to offer several different expedited delivery options and “extras” to 
last-minute shoppers.

•  2-Day shipping. Most retailers already offer this premium shipping option, but sharply 
increased order volumes during the holidays can make meeting the 2-day deadline 
more complicated. Understand carriers’ cutoff dates and times for guaranteed delivery 
and consider using multiple carriers during the holidays. Similarly, online retailers should 
strive to understand suppliers’ lead times, and even have a backup supplier in case 
inventory runs low.

•  Overnight shipping. This can be an expensive option for both online retailers and 
customers, but many shoppers find it useful as the last days of December rapidly 
approach. According to the National Retail Federation, online shopping on Christmas 
Day has doubled since 2009.2 Offering promotional deals for overnight shipping in the 
final days leading up to the holiday can help online retailers capture every last bit of 
revenue out of the season.
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•   Same day delivery or in-store pickup. Offering same-day delivery is difficult and risky, 
but it can be an attractive option for the holiday season if a retailer has the capacity to 
handle it. An industry study recently noted that in 2012 17% of US shoppers used in-
store pickup during the holiday season3, and it’s an especially useful tactic for targeting 
last-minute shoppers. One way retailers can increase last-minute sales is to use their 
brick-and-mortar locations like localized fulfillment warehouses. Another option is to 
have a specialized local carrier deliver the product to the customer if they live near 
fulfillment locations. 

•  Extra services. As the final days of December wind down, many shoppers seek out 
ways to save time. Offering gift-wrapping or gift-note services as the holidays get closer 
can help customers save time. Even if online retailers need to charge for these extra 
services, the importance of saving time is worth the additional cost to many shoppers. 
Offering such extras for free can be an opportunity to differentiate from competitors. 

Overall it’s important to remember that customers often care most about when a package 
will be delivered and not as much about when it was shipped or with what carrier.7 Ensure 
messaging and communication around delivery times is clear during the checkout process and 
throughout your company’s website. 
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ASSESS LOGISTICS

The worst possible time for problems, mistakes, and bottlenecks in your fulfillment operation 
is during the holidays or whenever your business’ peak time may be. Understand ways to 
eliminate problems before orders and returns begin piling up during the last months of the year.

•  Use trustworthy suppliers. Make 
sure suppliers maintain accurate 
inventory records, that they have 
a track record of reliability, and 
that they communicate clearly and 
often. The holiday season is not 
the time to try out new third-party 
vendors.

• �Streamline�the�fulfillment�system. 
Faster is almost always better 
when it comes to fulfillment. Look 
for ways to get more orders out 
the door more quickly. Identify 
and eliminate bottlenecks early by 
evaluating your current fulfillment 
system. When fulfilling orders in-house, ensure there are enough packaging and 
shipping supplies on-hand and that employees responsible for fulfillment are fully 
trained and promptly notified of incoming orders. Consider having a dedicated printer 
for shipping labels. As for outsourced fulfillment, ensure the third-party logistics 
provider is responsive and has multiple fulfillment centers. This will help reduce 
shipping costs and times for both sellers and buyers. 

The increased number of orders during the holidays can quickly overwhelm many in-
house fulfillment operations. To keep shipping in-house, online retailers often need to 
hire and train new or temporary employees for November and December—a complex 
and expensive process. Third-party logistics allow online retailers to instead quickly 
scale fulfillment to meet holiday shipping demands and allow them to focus their 
attention on the business and promotions. The holiday season also brings a sharp 
increase in returns, exchanges, customer calls, and order cancellations—an aspect of 
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holiday fulfillment that retailers often fail 
to consider. Many third-party fulfillment 
companies are experts at meeting 
these challenges, eliminating potential 
headaches before they happen.

•  Audit orders frequently. Few things will 
ruin customer relationships like incorrect 
orders. According to one research 
organization, nearly 30% of buyers 
will stop shopping with a particular 
retailer after just one incorrect order, 
so accuracy is crucial.8 Try to use a 
computer and barcode system to keep 
track of orders or have a seasoned 
employee monitor shipments for 
correctness.9 

The key takeaway is to make sure fulfillment systems—whether third-party or in-house—are 
optimized for expedited shipping. In the end, customers blame the retailer for incorrect orders 
and delayed shipments, so it’s important that streamlined fulfillment operations are in place 
before the holiday rush. 

OFFER FREE SHIPPING

These days, online customers expect to have at least one free shipping option at checkout. 
One recent survey found that 76% of shoppers thought free shipping was important10 and 
more than half of the leading ecommerce retailers offered free shipping options during the 2012 
holiday season.11 Although this may sound costly for the retailer, it can actually be a great way 
to drive revenue. Online retailers saw a 10–20% increase in revenue when they offered a free 
standard shipping option last season.12 Here are a few ways to offer a free shipping option:

•  Consider offering free ground shipping on all orders over a minimum dollar 
amount. Think about offering free shipping on larger orders as well, which can entice 
shoppers to increase average order values. A recent study found that 70% of online 
shoppers add additional items to their cart to qualify for free shipping.13
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•  Offer free shipping to loyal customers who shop frequently. Rewarding loyalty helps 
build retailers’ reputations with their customers and builds brand advocates.

•  Try using promotions and upgrades on shipping. For instance, offer upgrades to 
expedited shipping at the cost of standard shipping for large orders or loyal customers.

•  Think about offering one or several “free-shipping days.” eCommerce spending 
increased 76% from the previous year—amounting to over $1 billion—on “free shipping 
day” in 2012.13

BUILD CUSTOMER TRUST

The holidays are a crucial time for sellers to build relationships with new customers and to 
improve relationships with returning buyers. One crucial key to building trust with shoppers is 
to keep them informed about where their items are and when they will arrive. Shoppers often 
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now expect to be provided with guaranteed delivery dates, shipment notifications, and tracking 
numbers.11 Here are some ways to keep customers in the loop: 

• �Double-up�on�shipment�notifications�and�tracking�information. Shipping 
emails often get caught in spam filters. Although major shipping carriers offer email 
notifications, sending additional shipping notifications from your website can help keep 
customers informed. With multiple paths to track shipments, customers won’t have any 
questions on when to expect their orders. Many customer segments today prefer text 
messages to email11—This means it may be advantageous to allow customers to track 
packages via SMS updates as well. 

•  Clearly communicate deadlines for guaranteed delivery. A retailer’s ability to 
fulfill its shipping promises can make or break its reputation, and this is especially 
true during the holidays. Customers should clearly understand time-in-transit and 
delivery estimates for their orders, and they should receive this information before 
final checkout. Also think about using highly visible callouts of final shipping deadlines 
on landing and product pages. One great way to do this is to state the order by date 
and receive by dates (for example, “order by December 20 at 10 a.m. to receive by 
December 24.”)14
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•  Keep shipping promises. The most important way for retailers to maintain and gain 
customers’ trust is to keep delivery promises. If the customer paid for 2-day shipping, 
for instance, but fulfillment missed the deadline, automatically upgrade the order to 
overnight for free.

CAPITALIZE ON RETURNS AND CANCELLATIONS 

Returns and order cancellations are simply part of eCommerce business, and this is no less 
true during the holidays. Expect a higher than normal number of returns and make sure reverse 
logistics are as simple and efficient as possible. Shoppers are far more likely to buy when 
they know returns are easy and hassle-free. Customers also have become accustomed to 
free returns14, and tend to positively recommend a retailer because of free returns. Although 
generating sales is king during the holidays, returns are also a great way to provide customers 
with a positive experience.

•  Free and prompt returns and exchanges. Handling returns well builds trust with 
shoppers and increases the likelihood of them making purchases with your company 
in the future. Retailers who have a hassle-free return policy and make it easy to rectify 
situations, leave customers with a positive impression.15

•  Use returns as an opportunity to drive additional sales. Consider including coupons 
for the next purchase in exchange boxes. This can potentially convert a costly 
exchange into additional revenue and result in higher customer satisfaction.

•  Use data to improve. By prompting for additional information on return slips and 
tracking returns, businesses can discover which products are returned most often and 
why. This, in turn, can help businesses determine if they need to improve the product 
itself, update the product page, or completely remove the product from their inventory. 
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SUMMARY

By optimizing logistics operations and researching and understanding new ecommerce 
fulfillment trends, online retailers can ensure the busiest time of year is the happiest and 
most profitable time of year. 

•  Plan for procrastinators. Offer shoppers a variety of expedited shipping options 
to appeal to a variety of customer segments and to extend your company’s delivery 
window. 

•  Assess logistics. Make sure your fulfillment plan is optimized for an increase in 
rush orders. Consider using a reliable third-party logistics provider and have backup 
plans in case of delivery or inventory delays. 

•  Offer free shipping. Shoppers expect free shipping during the holidays. Use free 
shipping promotions to increase average order values and drive additional revenue 
this holiday season. 

•  Build customer trust. Keep customers in the loop by providing them with up-to-
date order tracking information and commitment to promised delivery dates. 

•  Capitalize on returns and cancelations. Make return and exchange policies clear 
and simple and provide free returns to create positive customer experiences. 
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Amazon Webstore is a complete commerce platform that enables companies to 
leverage Amazon technology and expertise in building and managing their direct-
to-consumer business. 

Commerce sites built on the Amazon Webstore platform utilize Amazon’s 
powerful cloud infrastructure and payment processing technology to deliver a 
scalable, secure online shopping experience to customers. Amazon Webstore 
also integrates seamlessly with selling on the Amazon Marketplace and using 
Fulfillment by Amazon, Amazon Prime, and other Amazon Services.

To get started with Amazon Webstore, visit the website at webstore.amazon.com 
or contact the Amazon Webstore team directly.


